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In a very heavy turnout, Nicaraguans participated in the Oct. 20 general elections to choose a new
president and vice president, congressional representatives, and local officials. Still unofficial results
show right-wing candidate Arnoldo Aleman of the Alianza Liberal winning the presidency handily
over former president Daniel Ortega (1979-1990) of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional
(FSLN).
However, vote- counting was halted on Oct. 23 because of complaints of irregularities in the
balloting. An estimated 80% of Nicaragua's eligible voters put up with long lines or walked hours to
cast their ballots, choosing from among 24 presidential candidates. Nevertheless, from the beginning
the hotly contested race was between Ortega and Aleman.
For the second time in a row, voters rejected Ortega and the Sandinistas and chose a conservative
president. In 1990, Ortega lost the presidential elections to current President Violeta Chamorro. But
in recent years, the Sandinistas, particularly Ortega, have become political pragmatists, renouncing
their more revolutionary past and working diligently to project a new image. Still, they failed to
convince enough Nicaraguans who previous opposed them that they had changed, while alienating
some supporters who accused them of selling out. They also failed to explain well what they have
now become. "Like 1990, this vote was a referendum on the Sandinistas and their years in power,"
a Latin American diplomat in Managua said following the elections. "The results make it clear the
people voted not so much for Aleman as they did against Ortega."
As Nicaraguans waited in line eight hours or more at some polling stations to cast their votes, many
voiced the two overriding concerns of the majority of Nicaraguans: maintaining peace and creating
jobs. With about 20% of the working population unemployed, another third underemployed, and
the per capita income at US$626, Nicaraguans apparently decided that Aleman will better address
these issues. "All my friends are for Aleman, he'll be better at getting the economy moving,"
says Jose del Gallido, an agronomy student at the national university in Leon. "We need foreign
investment, but that would have frozen up with Ortega because of the doubts about him."
In the balloting, many of the country's 9,000 polling places opened hours late, were burdened by
incomplete voter lists, had to close early because they ran out of ballots, or simply turned away
voters who had not received their registration cards. Foreign election observers were critical of the
electoral council (Consejo Supremo Electoral, CSE) for those failings, but most attributed them to
ineptitude rather than fraud. Observers from the Organization of American States (OAS) and the
European Union (EU) said they thought the polling was flawed but fair. However, as the results
came in, the Sandinistas charged that "serious irregularities" marred the vote count, pointing out
discrepancies between the summaries of results and the documents on which they were based.
Eight of the smaller parties that ran in the elections also complained of fraud. Former US president
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Jimmy Carter, who headed one of the international-observer teams, met Monday night with
Ortega, Aleman, President Chamorro, and Dr. Rosa Marina Zelaya to examine the charges of fraud.
Finally, late Wednesday, the CSE announced a week-long recess in counting votes for the disputed
presidential position, and said it would announce no official winner until all results have been
double-checked. Rosa Marina Zelaya, head of the CSE, said that the final tally would be based on
electoral documents collected in each district and not on summaries of them sent in by radio, fax, or
telegram.
The preliminary results, which gave the victory to Aleman, had been based on the summaries. In
the last report based on the summaries, Zelaya said that, with 87.48% of the vote counted, Aleman
had an 11-point lead, with 49.34% to Ortega's 38.09%. That lead would be enough to give Aleman
a first-round victory, since, under Nicaraguan law, a candidate who wins 45% or more of the votes
does not have to face a runoff. Only two of the more than twenty other candidates earned more than
1% of the votes and neither of those took more than 5%. Aleman criticized the CSE for the delay in
declaring him the winner after almost 90% of the votes had been counted, but played down Ortega's
charge, saying he hoped the Sandinistas would end up supporting him. "I hope that Comandante
Ortega has matured," Aleman said.
However, the Sandinistas accuse Aleman of being backed by supporters of Anastasio Somoza, the
dictator they ousted in 1979, and they are not likely to be easily wooed. The Nicaraguan Bishops
Conference (Conferencia Episcopal de Nicaragua, CEN) called on the Sandinistas and the other
parties to accept the results of the balloting, saying to do otherwise "would be a cruelty and an
injustice" for the Nicaraguan people. "Our people cannot and should not be perpetual hostages of
violent or bitter persons and institutions, nor of terrorist attitudes or blackmail," said the bishops
in response to the FSLN rejection of the results. "An attitude of rejection would demonstrate much
selfishness, wounded pride, and even a certain resentment toward the people, representing a
judgement that the people are incompetent and ignorant for not having favored them with the
vote."
However, the CEN statement is not likely to carry much weight with the Sandinistas. A few days
before the election, Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, archbishop of Nicaragua, said during a homily
that "good Christians should take certain prudent steps" before casting their vote, and used a
parable to illustrate his point. In what was universally understood as a reference to Ortega's change
of image and program, the cardinal talked of a snake that had been cast out into the cold and was
rescued by a passerby. When the man, explaining that circumstances had changed, put the snake to
his chest to warm it, the snake bit him and killed him. Several Nicaraguans told observers that they
had voted for Aleman "on the advice of their spiritual advisor."
An editorial in The New York Times observed that television advertising recalling shortages
and censorship during the Ortega government, Obando's partisanship, and Aleman's success in
convincing voters that his relations with the US and with Cuban and Nicaraguan exiles in Miami
would attract foreign investment were important factors in Aleman's victory. However, the paper
said that Aleman should set aside his "authoritarian tendencies," and take the advice that he gave
Ortega to not return Nicaragua to the bad old days. Aleman's Partido Liberal was controlled by the
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family of dictator Anastasio Somoza, but "circumstances may force him to reach out to Sandinista
supporters" since the party will face strong FSLN opposition in the legislature.
Projections give the Partido Liberal between 40 and 45 of the 90 Asamblea Nacional seats and the
Sandinistas about 40. The remaining seats are expected to be split among three small parties: the
Camino Cristiano Nicaraguense led by evangelical pastor Guillermo Osorno; the Proyecto Nacional,
founded by Chamorro's son in law, Antonio Lacayo; and the Partido Conservador. If that projection
holds, an Aleman government won't be able to disregard the FSLN after it begins its five-year term
on Jan. 10 and faces Nicaragua's deep economic and social challenges.
The FSLN will be powerful enough to cause Aleman trouble if he fails to negotiate a working
relationship with the Sandinistas. Despite the halt in ballot-counting, US President Bill Clinton's
administration, which during the campaign expressed doubts about Ortega's commitment to
democracy, was quick to pledge its support for Aleman. At a news conference the day after the
election, J. Brian Atwood, head of the US's official observer delegation and administrator of
the Agency for International Development (USAID), said he had already met with Aleman and
expressed a desire to "work closely with him to spur economic development."
Meanwhile, in what appeared to be damning evidence of at least some fraud, on Oct. 24 the
Nicaraguan police in Matagalpa said they had found more than 23,000 ballots and other electoral
materials in the house of a local Alianza Liberal leader, Alberto Blandon Baldazon. The CSE said any
persons guilty of election fraud would face criminal charges. (Sources: Washington Post, 10/20/96;
Los Angeles Times, Christian Science Monitor, 10/22/96; United Press International, 10/21/96,
10/23/96; New York Times, 10/22/96, 10/23/96; Spanish news service EFE, Reuter, 10/22-24/96)
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